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ABSTRACT 
Carrigan Grace Bain: “NCAA Suicides: An Examination of Crisis Communication Around 
Student-Athlete Suicides.” 
(Under the direction of Kristen Kucera) 
 
Suicide continues to be a growing risk for college-aged individuals. In 2018, suicide took 
more than 48,000 lives (Comprehensive Suicide Prevention, 2020). This study utilized Framing 
Theory to determine how universities and institutions communicate student-athlete suicides.  
Press releases and university newspaper articles were gathered for 40 National Collegiate 
Athletic Association student athlete suicides from 2013-2018 and coded for t eight themes.  An 
interview with a Director of Athletic Communications was conducted to understand crisis 
communication plans.  Themes included high incorporation of framing theory and emphasis on 
profile of sport.   The way university newspaper and press releases communicate student athlete 
suicides did not vary by gender, division, sport, public/private status. Mention of another 
student-athlete’s death was more frequent in other sports (30.8%) compared to football and 
men’s basketball (0.0%) (p=.035).  Universities are unlikely to release cause of death and 
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     In the United States, there are around 20 million college students (Muniz, H., 2020). Of those 
20 million, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) is composed of 1,148 
institutions and over 460,000 student-athletes (Student Athletes, 2020). According to the World 
Health Organization, every 40 seconds someone loses their life to suicide (World Health 
Organization, 2004). When looking at college students as a whole, of nearly 48,000 students in 
2017,, 64% had felt “very lonely” in the past 12 months and 12% had considered suicide 
(Reference Group Executive Summary, 2017). Additionally, almost 2% (960 students) of the 
study’s population attempted suicide within the last 12 months and 7.8% (3,744 students) 
intentionally injured themselves in the last 12 months. Of the 48,000 students that participated in 
this study, 8.7% identified as Varsity Collegiate Athletes. 
      In recent years, the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has reported an 
increase in suicides for individuals aged 15-24. In 2009 the suicide rate was 10.2% and the rates 
gradually rose to 14.45% in 2018.  According to the CDC, suicide was the second-leading cause 
of death between the ages of 15 and 24. Suicide continues to be a growing risk for college-aged 
individuals. In 2018, an overview of all age groups found suicide took more than 48,000 lives 
with a 35% increase in the rate since 1999 (Comprehensive Suicide Prevention, 2020). For the 
nine-year period 2003-2002, there were 35 student-athlete suicides reported out of an overall 477 
student-athlete deaths (Rao et al., 2015).    
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      On the evening on January 17, 2014 Madison Holleran, a first-year track athlete at the 
University of Pennsylvania, died by suicide. Hollern had just returned to Pennsylvania after 
spending Christmas break with her family before she made the decision to end her life 
(Madison’s Story, 2020). Holleran’s death made national headlines. Articles published in the 
New York Post, Cosmopolitan, Washington Post, New York Times, ESPN and many more 
reported in detail how Holleran jumped to her death from a parking garage. However, the college 
athletics website stayed silent. The university’s collegiate newspaper, The Daily Pennsylvanian, 
reported Holleran’s death within 48 hours. In the first article, it is stated that “the circumstances 
surrounding Holleran’s death are currently unclear” (Tydings et al., 2014). However, four hours 
later another article published in the Daily Pennsylvanian cited her death as a suicide (Marble, 
2014).  Additionally, the article provided resources including the National Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline and a link to the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention.  
     Ultimately, Holleran’s death resulted in important conversations, movements and advocacy 
around the nation. Universities and the NCAA began to take a deeper look into their mental 
health offerings and suicide prevention strategies.  Kate Fagan, previously of ESPN, did a feature 
called “Split Image” on Madison Holleran, the signs of suicide, prevention strategy and suicide 
awareness. Additionally, she wrote a book in Holleran’s memory called “What Made Maddy 
Run: The Secret Struggles and Tragic Death of an All-American Teen.”  The Madison Holleran 
Law was passed which requires all New Jersey colleges to provide their students with round-the-
clock access to health care professionals (Madison’s Story, 2020). This allows resources to be 
more readily accessible to student-athletes. Lastly, the Madison Holleran Foundation was created 
with the primary mission to “prevent suicides and to assist those in a crisis situation with phone 
numbers and resources that will assist them during their time in crisis” (Madison’s Story, 2020). 
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     Crisis communication is the written and verbal communication between an organization and 
the public, prior, during, and after the management of a risk event. The communications are 
designed to enhance an organization’s image as well as minimize damage (Delatte, 2003). The 
key to a successful crisis management plan is a timely response, staying calm under pressure, 
and finally, to expect the best, but plan for the worst (Delatte, 2003). To have a thoughtful, 
successful, and organized reaction to a crisis, it is important to establish a solid plan. Producers, 
sportswriters and editors make communication decisions that determine how athletes are 
portrayed in the media. Consequently, this influences what readers understand and take away 
from a particular article or communication (Lewis, N. & Weaver, A., 2015). In preparation for 
unexpected, crisis events, many universities and athletic departments have created and 
implemented crisis communication plans.  Crisis communication applies to a student-athlete 
death by suicide given this is considered a crisis within athletic departments. 
     The ‘correct way’ to communicate suicides has been an ongoing conversation for decades. 
The CDC, the National Institute of Mental Health, the American Foundation for Suicide 
Prevention, the American Association for Suicidology and others have been meeting every few 
years to discuss recommendations and guidelines for reporting suicides in the media (Tatum et 
al., 2020). Checklists, warning signs, and recommendations have been developed for 
organizations to follow to report the tragedy in a factual, direct, and empathetic manner 
(Reporting on Suicide, 2020). These same requested practices apply to university newspapers 








1.2 STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 
 
     To describe NCAA college and university athletic department communication plans, 
strategies, and portrayal of collegiate student-athlete suicides in college newspapers and athletic 
department or university press releases. 
 
1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
The following research questions guided this study:  
1. What words, emergent themes and patterns do college/university newspapers and athletic 
department and university press releases use to portray and describe NCAA collegiate 
student-athlete suicides? 
2. Are there significant differences in the dependent variables (words, emergent themes, 
patterns) in the college/university newspaper and athletic department and university press 
releases coverage of NCAA collegiate student-athlete suicides between the following 
independent variables: 
a. Private versus public institution 
b. Gender of student-athlete (male versus female) 
c. Sport (football and men’s basketball versus all other sports) 
d. Division (I, II, III) 
3. Do college and university athletic departments that have experienced student-athlete 
suicide have a written crisis communication plan? Does the crisis communication plan 
address student-athlete suicide? What are the defining characteristics of the crisis 
communication plans as it relates to student-athlete suicide?  
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1.4 DEFINITIION OF TERMS 
1. Suicide Contagion - “the situation in which the same behavior (suicide) spreads quickly 
and spontaneously through a group” (Gould, 2001 pg. 200). 
2. Framing Theory - “Framing refers to the process by which people develop a particular 
conceptualization of an issue or reorient their thinking about an issue” (Chong, D., & 
Druckman, J., 2007, pg. 104).  
3. Crisis Communication - “the collection, processing, and dissemination of information 




1. The research methods used in this study are valid and reliable. 
2. Interview participants answered the questions truthfully and completely. 























CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
2.1 STUDENT-ATHLETE MENTAL HEALTH 
     Mental health is described as emotional, psychological and social well-being (Davis, 2019). 
The way individuals handle stress, make decisions, maintain relationships and more, are all 
incorporated under mental health. At every single stage of life mental health contributes to 
moods, thinking and behavior.  
     Student-athletes experience common mental health issues including anxiety disorders, eating 
disorders, depression and substance use disorders (Yang et al., 2007).  Rates of depression for 
collegiate student-athletes range from 15.6% to 21.0% and freshman are at a greater risk than 
other classes to develop depressive-like symptoms (Proctor, S., & Boan-Lenzo, C., 2010). 
However, due to the stigma that can surround mental health, student-athletes may be less willing 
to acknowledge mental health issues, ask for help, and seek care and resources (Yang, et al., 
2007). College athletes are less likely to seek help for depression than non-college athletes, 
which could result in student-athletes being at a greater risk for suicide (Armstrong et al., 2015).    
     In October of 2014, the NCAA released a Handbook titled “Mind, Body and Sport: 
Understanding and Supporting Student-Athlete Mental Wellness.” Brian Hainline, NCAA chief 
medical officer, met with student-athletes and asked them what their primary challenge in 
college athletics was: consistently the answer was mental health (Brown, G. T., 2014). Mental 
health and wellness continue to be a growing concern among student-athletes, institutional 
athletic staff, coaches, the NCAA and everyone in the surrounding community. The conversation 
and trajectory of mental health is becoming more and more prevalent in today’s society as 
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student-athlete suicides continue to occur. Student-athletes are not only college students with the 
pressure of academics and preparing for a career but are also sports performers with additional 
expectations by the campus and community. Student-athletes face additional challenges, 
demands, commitments, pressures and exercise compared with other college students. In addition 
to a rigorous academic responsibility, student-athletes experience unique stressors including 
extensive time commitments of practices, workouts and games, injuries, the possibility of a red-
shirt, conflict with coaches, and adjusting to a completely new environment (Pritchard, M. & 
Wilson, G., 2005). An investigation in 2000, found that almost half of male athletes and slightly 
more than half of female athletes interviewed mentioned that stresses identified with sport 
participation including pressure to win, excessive anxiety, frustration, conflict, irritation, and fear 
negatively affected their mental or emotional health on a significant level (Jain, S. & Thomas, C., 
2002).  A significant number of student-athletes have needed assistance finding guidance with 
addressing the anxiety, depression and stress they face.  
     In response to these student-athlete concerns and experiences, the NCAA created a handbook 
of best practices for dealing with student-athlete’s mental health. The NCAA gathered a series of 
professionals, including psychologist and psychiatrist experts to provide: first person 
perspectives, a glimpse into a variety of disorders (anxiety, eating, mood, depression, substance 
abuse, gambling, sleeping, suicidal tendencies and education), risk factors for suicide, and 
recommendations moving forward. Two real-world examples of first-hand insight into student-
athlete mental health concerns included in the handbook are of Aaron Taylor and Mark Potter. 
These stories add background and a look into what student-athletes deal with daily and the 
stigma that can surround student-athlete depression and mental health.  
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     Aaron Taylor was 17 years old when he arrived on campus at Notre Dame as a prep All-
American offensive lineman. Fast forward and he graduated in three and a half years, had a 
degree in Sociology, was a two-time All-American, won the Lombardi Trophy and was a first-
round draft pick to the Green Bay Packers. What was hidden behind all that success was a young 
man battling with anxiety and depression. Many of Taylor’s issues stemmed from a self-inflicted 
pressure of an unattainable level of greatness and perfectionism. Due to the fear of being judged 
or appearing fragile, Taylor hid his condition from coaches and teammates. This, in return, 
resulted in drinking heavily and an unhealthy suffering in silence. Taylor states, “Locker-room 
banter is one of the things I miss most about playing football. However, it doesn’t pay well to be 
vulnerable in the locker room, so athletes quickly learn to keep their emotional armor on well 
after the pads are off. Toughness is celebrated and weakness is despised” (Brown, G.T., 2014, 
pg. 2). He goes on to detail that there are so many emotional and mental problems that go 
unnoticed because of the culture built by teams such as football.  
     Mark Potter was the head men’s basketball coach for 19 years at Newman University. Potter 
describes his battle with depression and how his own experiences have led him to become an 
advocate for student-athletes who may be wrestling with mental health concerns. In 2009, Potter 
came to terms with the fact that he had been diagnosed with depression for years. Because he had 
experienced depression and anxiety first-hand and due to the fact he knew about the tendency to 
hide the stigma of characteristics such as “crazy” and “weak”, he has taken his message to 
student-athletes that it is okay to seek help. Potter gives insight to mental health in athletics, 
“student-athletes are conditioned to not let anyone know if they’re struggling, and sometimes we 
as coaches-perhaps even unknowingly- fortify that behavior because we’re trying to build 
character and mental toughness in game situations” ( Brown, G.T., 2014, pg. 10). He describes 
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that coaches have the responsibility to be aware of warning signs and the sensitivity of all that 
student-athletes are encountering.   
     Both examples give insight into the mental health battles that both coaches and student-
athletes face in the sporting environment. These mental health concerns often lead to more 
serious issues such as suicide. Receiving an inside glimpse into the struggles to speak up as a 
student-athlete gives a clearer understanding of exterior factors that play a role in student-athlete 
mental health. Coach Potter detailed the stigma that can go hand-in-hand with a student-athlete 
struggling with mental health and driving forces that persuade some to stay quiet. Unfortunately, 
this leads to student-athletes being more susceptible to struggling in silence and not seeking help 
and resources.  
     Recognizing mental health as an important issue, in 2014 the NCAA created and shared 
several resources with institutions, coaches, athletes, and staff.  The resources address the 
following aspects: defining mental health and disorders, how to detect them and how to intervene 
and treat mental health concerns (Brown, G.T., 2014). In 2013-14 the NCAA also released a 
Sports Medicine Handbook with an emphasis on interventions for intercollegiate athletics 
(Klossner, 2013). Lastly, on the NCAA website under “resources” there is a link to the Jed 
Foundation Ulifeline that provides a phone number to text or call if you need immediate help. 
This serves as the primary location for college mental health. However, with all these resources, 
the NCAA provides little guidance on communication strategies between coaches, student-





2.2 SUICIDE AMONG STUDENT-ATHLETES IN THE NCAA 
     As of March 1, 2020, suicide is the 10th leading cause of death in the United States. 48,344 
Americans died from suicide deaths in the year 2018 and there were 1.4 million attempts. On 
average, there were 132 suicides each day and in 2018 and men died by suicide 3.56 times more 
often than women (Fatal Injury Reports, National Regional and State, 2020). 
     According to the CDC, suicide was the second-leading cause of death between the ages of 15 
and 24. Suicide continues to be a growing risk for college-aged individuals. An overview of all 
age groups: suicide took more than 48,000 lives in 2018 with an increasing rate of 35% since 
1999 (Comprehensive Suicide Prevention, 2020).  A 2016 study from the Center for Collegiate 
Mental Health at Pennsylvania State University found that among college students seen by 
campus mental health counselors, the number who have seriously considered attempting suicide 
has increased every year since 2010, reaching 33.2% in the 2015-2016 school year. In the same 
report, over nine percent of respondents said they had made a suicide attempt (Locke, 2016).  
     The pressures that put student-athletes at risk for mental health issues can also lead to 
suicides. Over a 9-year period between 2003 to 2011, there were 35 suicide deaths from a review 
of 477 NCAA student-athlete deaths (Rao et al., 2015). The suicide rate among NCAA athletes 
during this period in this study was 0.93 per 100,000 athletes and was lower than that of the 
general collegiate population (Rao et al., 2015). The risk may be lower among collegiate 
athletes; however, this is still a critical issue. NCAA male athletes had a significantly high rate of 
suicide and football players were at the greatest risk compared to other sports. 
     Psychological pain and a sense of hopelessness are main factors that lead to the contemplation 
of suicide (Maniar et al., 2005). For many student-athletes their identity is exclusively tied to 
being an athlete. Therefore, this can be problematic and detrimental because when a student-
athlete suffers a serious injury, is cut from their team, has finished with eligibility, or is not 
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satisfied with their playing time and role, it can affect a student-athlete mentally (Maniar et al., 
2005). The loss of their student-athlete identity can cause vulnerability and a state of crisis for 
some athletes.  
     As discussed in the previous section, the added pressures of student-athletes may lead to 
mental health concerns which in return can put a student-athlete at risk of suicidal thoughts, 
suicide attempts and suicides. Additionally, the “tough” mentality associated with being an 
athlete can often lead to mental instability and struggles.  To date, one of the most widely studied 
risk factors for psychological distress among athletes has been sports injury (Wolanin et al., 
2015). A survey of sports medicine physicians found that 80% of the time, athletes coming to 
treatment for an injury also discuss psychological issues related to the injury (Mann et al., 2007).  
     It is important to understand risk factors for suicide as well as how to recognize, identify, and 
develop a plan for student-athletes who may be at risk. The most common risk factors to be 
aware of in student-athletes include: changes in sleep/eating, difficulties in concentrating, 
decreased performance in school or sport activities, feelings of sadness, loss of energy and 
feelings of worthlessness or excessive guilt (Brown, G. T., 2014).  Aynsley Smith and Eric 
Milliner of the Mayo Clinic reported case studies of athletes who died by suicide to make 
inferences about the way athletic trainers and other professionals may assess suicidal risk. They 
found that a serious injury needing surgery, an extended rehabilitation process, reduced athletic 
skills, perceived lack of competence upon returning, and being replaced by a teammate all may 
contribute to suicidal behavior (Smith, A., & Milliner, E., 1994). Important factors in helping a 
student-athlete with psychological concern are education, early recognition, and effective 
referrals into a mental health care system.  It is encouraged that information about identifying 
athletes at risk for suicide and creating an institutional plan for referring is shared within an 
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athletic department including coaches, athletic administrators, counseling services, risk 
managers, and athletes (Neal et al., 2013).  
     In studying suicide deaths in the NCAA, it is important to understand the current efforts of the 
NCAA to address student-athlete suicides. There are existing educational and structural efforts of 
the NCAA and collegiate programs to minimize factors that can lead to student-athlete suicide. 
The NCAA’s most current effort in the education of mental health is in Mind, Body and Sport 
called Managing Student-Athletes’ Mental Health Issues. This was intended to educate coaches 
and athletic personnel about potential mental health concerns among their student-athletes 
(Comprehensive Suicide Prevention, 2020). Furthermore, for the schools with enough financial 
means and resources, mental health professionals have been added to staff and retained (Brown, 
G. T., 2004). Many institutions have developed strategies and plans for their athletes. For 
example, at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill the university officials and athletic 
department created a Carolina Athletics Mental Health and Performance Psychology Program. 
It is designed to help with a variety of services including mental health, performance, and sport-
related stressors. They offer individual counseling and performance psychology sessions, team 
sport psychology sessions and a variety of specialized groups: injured athletes and medical 
retirement athletes.  Consultation is also provided to coaches and staff members (UNC Athletics 
Mental Health & Performance Psychology Program, 2020). Suicide prevention and 
communication are among the services and recommendations provided to athletic teams.  
Indicators, risk factors, and warning signs are all included in what is communicated to coaches, 
staff and student-athletes.  
     There are many factors that put student-athletes at risk of suicide. In response, the NCAA has 
tried to create guidelines to address the increasing numbers and provide resources and strategies 
for student-athletes.  These activities are implemented prior to the suicide. However, after a 
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suicide occurs, institutional communication is normally minimal surrounding the death, 
specifically suicide, of a student-athlete (Rao et al., 2015). 
2.3 SUICIDE AND MEDIA COVERAGE 
     In recent years, there has been substantial evidence for suicide contagion. Suicide contagion is 
defined as, “the situation in which the same behavior (suicide) spreads quickly and 
spontaneously through a group” (Gould, 2001 pg. 200). Fear of contagion is what may prevent  
media sources, including college newspapers, from reporting any details on suicide.  Madelyn 
Gould, with the Division of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, recommended that strategies for 
suicide coverage must include educating reporters, editors, and producers (Gould, 2001). There 
is a fine line between creating suicide contagion and educating the public. It is critical to 
minimize media stories that maximize harm. 
     One hesitation in reporting suicide as the cause of death is the fact that “widespread coverage 
of suicide in the media has long thought to be capable of triggering copycat suicides in the public 
mass” (Stack, 2002, pg. 238).  Professional organizations, such as universities, have often 
prepared guidelines for the media to follow while presenting suicide story content (Sakinofsky et 
al., 2001). These guidelines stress the importance of “limiting the amount of coverage, avoiding 
sensationalism in coverage, deleting any detailed information on the method of suicide, and 
avoiding positive definitions of the deceased” (Sakinofsky et al., 2001, pg. 239).  Universities 
and organizations tend to follow these guidelines to reduce copycat suicides.  It has been 
demonstrated that highly publicized stories of suicide increase the national rate by 2.51% in the 
month that the media coverage is published (Stack, 2000).  
     Additional recommendations include: reporting the death as a suicide; keeping information 
about the location general; keeping information about the person general; reporting that coping 
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skills, support, and treatment work for most people who have thoughts about suicide; describing 
warning signs; and using facts and sensitive language (Reporting on Suicide, 2020).  
     Gould states that, “the media’s positive role in educating the public about risks for suicide and 
shaping attitudes about suicide should be encouraged” (Gould, 2001 pg. 200). Simultaneously, it 
is imperative to improve the knowledge base of suicide to better understand which story 
elements promote contagion and copycat suicide, as well as those that are useful for resourceful 
prevention strategies.  It is critical for mental health professionals and media to create a 
partnership to learn and build the most effective way to report on suicide.  
2.4 SUICIDE, STUDENT-ATHLETE PRIVACY AND THE MEDIA 
 
     In 2001, several government agencies and health organizations, including the CDC and the 
National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) published recommendations for the reporting of 
suicides (O’Connell, P. & Potter, L., 1994). This document was built on an earlier version of 
media guidelines that were created from a national convention and then written by the CDC in 
1994.  More recently, “Reporting on Suicide” released the “Best Practices and Recommendations 
for Reporting on Suicide” (Reporting on Suicide, 2020). In one section called “Media Plays an 
Important Role in Preventing Suicide” there are four main points: 
1. Over 100 studies worldwide have found that risk of contagion is real and responsible 
reporting can reduce the risk of additional suicides. 
2. Research indicates duration, frequency, and prominence are the most influential factors 
that increase risk of suicide contagion. 
3. Covering suicide carefully can change perceptions, dispel myths and inform the public 
on the complexities of the issue. 
4. Media reports can result in help-seeking when they include helpful resources and 
messages of hope and recovery (Reporting on Suicide, 2020 pg. 1). 
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     These strategies are also essential when an organization, such as a university or institution, 
are reporting a suicide of a student-athlete.  This communication is mainly through local and 
national news and media sources, institutional newspapers, social media, press releases, and 
other forms of communication. Due to concerns about the privacy of the student-athlete and their 
family, very few details, if any, may be shared with the community and public. However, some 
university newspapers will share many subject matters with an abundance of details. Since 1974, 
schools have been working under the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). This 
was designed to protect education records but broadened to cover most student health and 
medical information kept by the institution (Berkowitz, 2015).  
     In 1996, Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) was created. The 
Department of Health and Human Services created this act to provide systematic, nationwide 
health information privacy protection (Gostin, 2001). This act applies to personally identifiable 
information in any form whether that is communicated orally, electronically or on paper.  
Regarding athletics, when HIPAA was first introduced, many were confused about the 
information that could be shared with coaches, athletic directors, parents and reporters. The first 
version of the law required student-athletes to sign numerous release forms at every step before 
medical providers could discuss health information with individuals. Lawmakers, in response, 
relaxed their restrictions and clarified their intentions. HIPAA’s ultimate goal then was re-
directed to ensure that patient data wouldn’t be stolen, and outsiders wouldn’t have access to 
personal health information without a patient’s permission (Berkowitz, 2015). HIPAA and 
FERPA have, in return, put limitations on the information that can be communicated about 
student-athletes health information, including details of a death to the public and through media 
outlets. 
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      At Elon University a member of the football team, Nicholas Kavouklis, died from suicide on 
the eve of his college graduation in 2019. An email was sent to Elon students announcing the 
death of Kavouklis with no mention of cause of death.  Additionally, the Elon News Network 
and Elon football team all reported the death. The death was described as “undisclosed” or “still 
under investigation” (Elon Phoenix Athletics Website, 2019). No further official school 
communication was released regarding his death and no cause of death can be found via Elon 
University. There was no follow up communication due to the timing of death and lack of 
transparency to the student body and surrounding community.  Nick’s death occurred on the eve 
of graduation and around the time students were departing campus to conclude the school year, 
leading to a difficult time to communicate such a tragedy.  A similar situation occurred in 2018 
at the University of Vermont (UVM). Nikisha Falcone was a senior track and field athlete at 
UVM. On September 30, 2018 she died from suicide. An email was sent to UVM students on 
October 1, 2018 announcing her death with no specific cause (Loftus, 2018). UVM Athletics and 
university official communication has not provided information on Falcone’s death or the cause 
of death.  
     In both Nicholas Kavouklis’s and Nikisha Falcone’s deaths, there was no communication that 
stated their cause of death. The way this information is relayed to the public can be a sensitive 
subject and hard to establish the ‘correct’ way to do so.  Understanding that this type of 
communication is so important and fragile, organizations normally establish a crisis 
communication plan for all crises they may face including student-athlete death, injuries, severe 
weather, national pandemics, terrorist attacks, coaching scandals, and more. This allows 
organizations to be prepared in case of emergency and ease the stress of developing a way to 
communicate information to media outlets, community members, faculty and staff, and students.   
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2.5 CRISIS COMMUNICATION  
      Crises in sports are approached and handled the same as other contexts: by the use of 
communication (Saffer, A. & Harker, J, 2018). Crises can be differentiated between a crisis that 
originates within the organization and a crisis that originates on a macro-level such as a global 
pandemic. The focus of this thesis is internally centered within an organization.  
     Crisis communication can be defined broadly as “the collection, processing, and 
dissemination of information required to address a crisis situation” (Bellisario, 2020). Crisis 
communication is a specialized component of public relations. One of its main purposes is to 
navigate during a time of a negative situation with minimal damage to an organization’s 
reputation (What is Crisis Communication, 2016). Penn State’s College of Communications 
describes crisis communication in three steps: pre-crisis, crisis, and post-crisis. During the pre-
crisis stage it is important to monitor crisis risks, make decisions about how to handle potential 
crises, and train staff who may be involved in the crisis management process. During the crisis 
itself, it is critical to collect and process factual information and then create crisis messages. 
When the crisis is concluded, the final step is to assess the crisis management effort and provide 
follow-up messaging as needed (Bellisario, 2020).  Overall, the key to a successful crisis 
management plan is a timely response, staying calm under pressure, utilizing social media and 
finally, expect the best, but plan for the worst. The same steps should apply to a student-athlete 
suicide which is in itself a crisis. 
     Regarding college athletes, there is a high prevalence of media coverage due to the popularity 
and public nature of college sports. In addition, student-athletes are young, elite athletes that can 
be considered vulnerable when introduced to this extreme, demanding attention.  Therefore, it is 
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pertinent to develop effective communication strategies when in the public eye and concerning 
18-22-year-olds. This is classified as reputational management.   
     There is an inherent need for reputational management for institutional athletics for donors, 
recruits, student-athletes, families, and community members. Reputational management can be 
defined as “allowing individuals and brands to shape and influence how they look when viewed 
online” (DiAntonio, 2020). In this circumstance the individuals are the student-athletes and the 
brand is the university and sports team. The nature of college sports as entertainment media and 
its vast reach from the individual athletes makes sports crises communication that much more 
important (Saffer & Harker, 2018.). Student-athletes, who are typically young adults, are 
constantly surrounded by media outlets. They have their entire lives left to live, to get jobs, have 
families and their reputation is important to maintain and nurture.   
     Normally when establishing a crisis communication plan, institutions will have current and 
well-tested plans. Additionally, organizations will have established credible, strong relationships 
with the media (Delatte, 2003).  Having materials and documents ready, a trusting and 
experienced spokesperson to represent your organization, and being proactive are crucial steps to 
a crisis communication plan. Unexpected things, such a student-athlete suicide, do occur and it is 
pertinent to have a step-by-step plan to best handle the situation (Delatte, 2003).  
     The purpose of institutional communication is to inform the community, campus and families. 
Lammers describes institutional messages as “carrying logics-patterns of beliefs and rules. They 
are collations of thoughts that are intentional, enduring, have a wide reach and encumber 
organizational participants to engage in certain behaviors or take performative responses” 
(Lammers, pg. 154). Similarly, Friedland and Alford described institutional logics as 
“symbolically grounded, organizationally structured, politically defended, and technically and 
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materially constrained” (Friedland & Alford, 1991 pg. 248-249). The institution’s desire is to 
protect the individuals they serve, yet accurately display and communicate what is occurring on 
their campus. Usually college campuses are close-knit communities. Celebration, mourning and 
change are all brought about together and as one unit; therefore, the university's responsibility to 
adequately portray the news to those affected is of utmost importance. 
2.6 FRAMING THEORY 
     People in the mass public continuously form opinions about the information relayed to them 
on media platforms (Chong & Druckman, 2007).  However, media platforms are strategically 
‘framing’ their messaging to affect the public opinion towards a particular goal or assumption. 
According to Chong and Druckman of Northeastern University, the major premise of framing 
theory is that an issue has the ability to be seen from a variety of perspectives and be construed 
as having implications for multiple values or considerations (Chong & Druckman  2007). 
Specifically, “framing refers to the process by which people develop a particular 
conceptualization of an issue or reorient their thinking about an issue” (Chong & Druckman 
2007, pg. 104).  
     Framing was first described as the idea that news is a window that ‘frames’ the perception of 
reality. This is accomplished by focusing on a specific part of that reality (Framing Theory, 
2020). Some of the aspects of news will be more prominent than others because of this and the 
information journalists and communication professionals, mainly, will be providing the 
framework that is exposed in the messaging to audiences (Ardèvol-Arbreu, 2015). Many 
individuals have had their hand in developing framing theory. One of the most influential in the 
development of the framing theory is the American political scientist, Robert Entman (Entman, 
1993). He identified that this theory was not cohesive because it failed to explain how the frames 
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were created, how they are portrayed in texts and how they influence their audiences. He 
described this as a “scattered conceptualization” that needed more clarity. He suggested that 
frames “select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 
communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, casual 
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described” 
(Ardèvol-Arbreu, 2015, pg. 52). Entman also argued that there are psychological underlying’s of 
framing effects with the main one being accessibility. 
     Fourteen years later David Weaver highlighted that there still was not a clear definition and 
concept of framing and the intentional agendas (Ardèvol-Arbreu, 2015). Despite the pushback, 
framing theory is relevant in this specific context because it provides reasoning for how certain 
information in the media can be ‘framed’ in a particular way so it is received how those 
publishing the information want you to.  It describes how information, like a student-athlete 
suicide, is controlled and changed to obtain a specific goal in mind.  Weaver began to associate 
framing theory as a sublevel of agenda-setting theory. The “first level” of agenda setting is 
focused on the relative salience (usually operationally defined as perceived importance) of issues 
or subjects, the “second level” examines the relative salience of attributes of issues as described 
by McCombs. Weaver described framing theory and agenda-setting theories similarities as: 
1. Both are more concerned with how issues or other objects are depicted in the 
media than with which issues or objects are more or less prominently reported. 
2. Both focus on most salient or prominent aspects of themes or descriptions of the 
objects of interest. 
3. Both are concerned with ways of thinking rather than objects of thinking 
(Weaver, 2007, p. 145-146) 
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Lastly, Weaver adapted the concept of “individual’s need for orientation” and this is 
received through the media (Weaver, 1980 pg. 361). This is a combination of interest and 
uncertainty pertaining to an issue. Therefore, individuals are considerably influenced by media 
stories (Weaver, 1980). Individuals can be influenced in both their behavior and the way they 
think by the portrayal of media stories.  
     The specific ways that something is presented to audiences are the ‘frames.’ Frames are 
created to organize and structure message meaning (Framing Theory, 2020). Frames 
intentionally influence the perception of the news by the audience. They not only tell the 
audience what to think about, but also how to think about that issue (Framing Theory, 2020). 
     Framing can be both intentional and unintentional, especially in athletics. Although most 
media producers do not intentionally use specific frames over others, they decide and choose the 
number of stories due to time and content restraints (Lewis, N. & Weaver, A., 2015). An 
example of how sports stories can be framed differently in the media is through the coverage of 
individual athletes that have rapidly become popular among media audiences and their stories 
become prevalent in the media cycle (Lewis, N. & Weaver, A., 2015) There are numerous 
examples of sports phenoms that have grown in popularity and achieved major success such as 
Tiger Woods, Tim Tebow, Sabrina Ionescu, and Zion Williamson. The athletes gain extensive 
coverage in the news cycle not only for their performance alone, but also their persona and 
behavior (Lewis, N. & Weaver, A., 2015 pg. 221). Both positive and negative framing play a 
role. As a sports phenom, or university sports team begins to rise in popularity, there are 
naturally more news stories created to generate the public’s attention.  
      Institutional communication selects a certain number of stories and features to report due to 
time and content restraints (Lewis, N. & Weaver, A., 2015). Furthermore, framing has a 
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prominent role in athletic media such as the low representation of females and minority athletes 
as well as choosing to focus all attention on one- or two-star athletes on a team (Lewis, N. & 
Weaver, A., 2015). Audiences aren’t at practice, listening to coaches, participating in team 
meetings, and they rely on an interpretation of a media source. Media outlets have a lot of power.  
     Institutions carefully craft the specific messaging used in a crisis, making them a critical cog 
in the application of Framing Theory.  Framing theory was selected for this research because it 
can explain the purpose and reasoning of how institutions portray traumatic events like student-
athlete suicides to the public. This research will help describe how institutions communicate 
information surrounding a student-athlete suicide. The individual institutions, as well as other 
‘frames’ used by other news media outlets, have the power to ‘frame’ what the audience reads 
and understands and the amount of information they can access.  
     Numerous factors go into the decision-making process when framing and writing articles 
about student-athlete suicide. Framing can be driven by laws, school policies, protection against 
lawsuits, privacy of student-athletes and their families, religious reasons and the idea that 
publicizing the death may be idealizing suicide.  Each institution has their own “do’s” and 















CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
 
     Since 1982, the National Center for Catastrophic Sport Injury Research (NCCSIR) at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has been the nation’s premier source of catastrophic 
injury and death related to participation in organized sports at all levels of competition, including 
college (About NCCSIR, 2020). The NCCSIR was the primary source for suicide deaths 
examined as NCCSIR has the most comprehensive list of NCAA student-athlete suicide deaths.  
Specifically, this study looked at the NCAA student-athlete suicides and the universities in which 
they have been captured within the last five years (July 1, 2013 through June 30, 2018).  The 
study sample stemmed from the data base of student-athlete suicides collected by NCCSIR. 
NCCSIR “aims to track cases through a systematic data reporting system that allows for 
longitudinal investigation of athletes suffering from catastrophic injuries and illnesses.  The goal 
of the Center is to improve the prevention, evaluation, management, and rehabilitation of 
catastrophic sports-related injuries” (About NCCSIR, 2020). 
     Research was conducted on how the suicide death was reported in the institution student 
newspaper and official press releases.  Additionally, interviews were conducted on whether 
institutions that had a reported student-athlete suicide (in NCCSIR database) have crisis 
communication plans that incorporate what to do in the situation of a student-athlete suicide. For 
this study, qualitative analyses were used to address both research questions. For research 
question 1, text analysis of written sources about student-athlete suicides were conducted using 
Framing Theory. For research question 3, interviews were conducted with university 
communication staff that had a reported student-athlete suicide. 
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3.1 DATA SOURCES FOR ATHLETE SUICIDES (RQ1 and 2) 
     Catastrophic injuries have been collected for intercollegiate athletic football since 1931 and 
for all sports since 1982. Information about catastrophic injuries and illnesses primarily come 
from periodic and recurring accounts from publicly available news media sources (Klossner, 
2013).  The NCAA categorizes deaths into both traumatic and non-traumatic.  Since 1982, the 
first year of data for catastrophic injuries and illness was available across all collegiate sports, 
through 2017 there have been 486 catastrophic injuries and illnesses reported including 297 
traumatic events and 190 non-traumatic events (Parsons, J., et al., 2019).    
     Student-athlete deaths, including suicide, are captured through several databases and 
mechanisms. The NCCSIR database includes student-athlete deaths collected through searches 
of publicly available news sources and direct reporting through online report mechanisms 
(sportinjuryreport.org) (Drezner, et al., 2018). The NCAA Memorial Resolutions List is 
compiled by the NCAA every year in memory of NCAA athletic staff and student-athletes that 
have passed away and institutions voluntarily contribute to this database.  The Parent Heart 
Watch database is also utilized to capture student-athlete deaths.  The NCCSIR data source 
includes deaths captured in any of the three sources described above.  Cause of death is 
determined through a variety of mechanisms: directly reported by athletic staff, parent, or 
medical provider; autopsy or medical record; or reported in publicly available news media or 
other online sources. All student-athlete suicide deaths from July 1, 2013 through June 30, 2018 
in the NCCSIR database were included in this analysis for a total of 43 student-athlete suicides.  
3.2 ANALYSIS OF ARTICLES (RQ1 and 2) 
     A content analysis of university newspaper articles and athletic department official 
statements/press releases covering individual student-athlete suicides was conducted to find 
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words, emergent themes and patterns surrounding suicide prevention strategies and suicide 
contagion. Differences in words, emergent themes and patterns were examined by the following 
independent variables: gender (male versus female), sport profile (football and men’s basketball 
versus all other sports), structure of the institution (private versus public), and division (division 
I, division II, division III). The unit of analysis for this study is each individual case and all 
articles were analyzed together per case.  For each student-athlete suicide reported within the 
five-year period (July 1, 2013 through June 30, 2018) we collected the first article published and 
subsequent articles on the particular case until an article mentioned suicide as the cause of death.  
If at five articles the cause of death had not been mentioned, we did not continue researching that 
student-athlete’s death and coding articles. There were no more than five articles per each 
student-athlete reported suicide.  If no articles were found for a case, we directly reached out to 
the university newspaper and media source to ask for information and articles regarding the 
student-athlete death.  For official press releases by the university and athletic department, we 
found statements by searching the university and athletic department websites for the name of 
the student-athlete.  Additionally, we did a generic search of web-based search engines for press 
releases in regard to the student-athlete’s suicide. When coding the articles, we also used 
descriptive statistics to examine how many of the following items are mentioned in each article:  
1. Mention “suicide” or equivalent term for cause of death 
2. Mention means of death (e.g., drug overdose) 
3. Comments about athlete’s mental health prior to death 
4. Mention other student-athlete deaths and/or suicides 
5. Provide contact information for campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 
6. Prevention messaging in general 
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7. Information consistent with suicide contagion as identified by Gould (Gould, 
2001 pg. 200) 
8. Incorporation of Framing Theory; positive frame 
     The articles were subjected to a two-cycle coding process (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 
2014). In the first step, two researchers (primary author and research assistant) independently 
coded each article looking for the checklist items listed above.  Following this process, the 
researchers met to discuss any discrepancies in their findings. Differences and similarities were 
both discussed. Differences were handled by providing clear definitions of the checklist items 
and then coming to an agreement. Framing theory was operationalized in this study by looking 
for positive, overly uplifting characteristics and highlights.  If articles focused heavily on 
positivity and the athlete’s character and personality more than the death, articles were coded as 
framing theory.  
     The presence of each theme in each article or press release was entered into an Excel sheet 
with themes coded as present (“1”) or not present (“0”).  Frequencies by each independent 
variable (gender, private versus public institution, division (I, II, or III), and sport profile) were 
calculated. Chi-square statistics were used to test for differences in theme frequency by each 
independent variable using SPSS statistical software.  P-values <0.05 established if there was a 
statistically significant difference.  
3.3 INTERVIEWS (RQ3) 
     The second data collection took place as an interview-based study on the experience of 
universities that had a reported student-athlete suicide. A small-scale qualitative study that 
consisted of in-person interviews of Directors of Athletic Communications took place. The 
sample size consisted of NCAA division I schools.  Only division I schools were studied due to 
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the different priorities and resources that exist between the different divisions (I, II, & III). There 
is a strong emphasis on student-athlete experience at the division I level. The universities chosen 
were selected by those that had experienced a student-athlete suicide within the last five years 
(based on NCCSIR data in RQ1 and 2), were willing to talk about their work and knowledge, 
and came from a variety of different conferences.  We sent an email describing the purpose of 
the study and asked if participants would agree to a 30-minute interview. We used the help of the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and personal contacts to identify potential 
informants. The total number of universities that met these requirements was 23.  The interview 
guide was pre-structured (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Therefore, the interview had a conceptual 
framework where the questions were defined, and the sampling plan was established.  The 
interviewee discussed topics and answered broad open-ended questions that were created around 
the domains of interest to avoid leading participants.  The intent of the interview was around 
these pre-determined questions, but the interviewer allowed the participant to bring up other 
things as well.  
The following questions were asked:  
• Does your university have a crisis communication plan? 
o If yes, can you share a copy and are you familiar with the contents? 
• Does your athletic department have a crisis communication plan? 
o If yes, can you send a copy and are you familiar with the contents? 
• What year were these plans developed? Last updated? 
• Do either of these plans address or have specific information on how to deal with student 
death? 
o Specifically suicide? 
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• What are the steps your university takes to report a student-athlete suicide? 
• What are the main concerns/considerations when communicating about the death? 
• In the situation of a student-athlete suicide, based on your crisis communication plan if 
you have one, how would you address: 
o Teammates and other student-athletes 
o External media 
o Family  
o Community  
 
     As above, a content analysis approach was conducted to code each of the interviews.  (Patton, 
2002).  According to Patton a content analysis is applicable in qualitative data collection to 
“identify core consistencies and meanings” (Patton, 2002 p. 453) in the data. Although the a-
priori list of items provided the basic structure, other issues or themes also provided important 
insights that were coded as the articles are reviewed.   
     For the interview portion of this study, 23 Division I schools were emailed to take part in an 
interview on crisis communication plans.  These 23 schools were selected because they had a 
recorded a suicide within the last five years (2013-2018).  An initial email was sent out to the 
Director of Athletic Communications/Sports Information Director at each of these universities.  
A week later a follow up email was sent out to 22 schools that had not responded.  Of the 23 
schools that were contacted, two responded: one said they would participate, and one said they 
would not participate.  Therefore, we were unsuccessful in gathering the 16-20 interview 




CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
All suicides studied were captured by the NCCSIR for a total of 43 deaths.  Three of the 
cases were excluded because one was no longer a student at the university, one was not a student 
yet at the university and one was not a varsity athlete.  There were 40 suicides recorded between 
the years 2013-2018.   The majority of the suicides were among Division I (62.5%) followed by 
Division II (22.5%) and Division III (15.0%).  Out of the 40 suicides, an overwhelming majority 
were male (80.0%) followed by females (20.0%).  Regarding sport, the suicides were an equal 
proportion between Men’s Football/Basketball (50.0%) and All Other Sports (50.0%).  The 
majority of suicides were at public schools (57.5%) while the remaining occurred at private 
schools (42.5%). 
The presence of the eight themes defined in the methods section were coded for both the 
school newspaper articles and press releases.  The tables below present the findings categorized 
by the four independent variables: Division, Sport, Gender, and Private/Public. 
4.1 SCHOOL NEWSPAPER ARTICLE CHECKLIST ANALYSIS 
The eight themes were: mention “suicide” or equivalent term for cause of death; mention 
means of death (e.g., drug overdose); comments about athlete’s mental health prior to death; 
mention other student-athlete deaths and/or suicides; provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc.; prevention messaging in general; information consistent with 
suicide contagion as identified by Gould (Gould, 2001 pg. 200); and incorporation of Framing 
Theory or other media frame.  Figure 1 and Tables 1-4 present the presence of the following 
eight themes defined above in school newspapers overall and stratified by the four independent 
 30 
variables.   In regard to the overall presence of themes in the school newspapers, mention of 
“suicide” was present in 21/28 (75.0%) of articles and means of death was mentioned in 12/28 
(42.9%) of articles.  Both comments about student-athlete’s mental health prior to death and 
mention of other student-athlete deaths were present in 4/28 (14.3%) of articles, respectively 
(Figure 1).  Contact information for resources was mentioned in 17/28 (60.7%) of articles, 
prevention messaging was present in 11/28 (39.3%) of articles, and suicide contagion was 
present in 14/28 (50.0%) of articles.  Finally framing theory was present in 15/28 (53.6%) of 
articles. 
Figure 1: Presence of themes in newspaper articles versus press releases 
 
     Mention of other student-athlete’s death was more frequent in other sports (30.8%) compared 
to football and men’s basketball (0.0%) (p=.035).  No statistically significant differences were 
found for the remaining independent variables in newspaper articles and press releases. There 
were two comparisons that were not statistically different from one another but had important 
substantive differences regarding prevention messaging. Mention of suicide in the articles was 
slightly more frequent among females (83.3%) compared to males (68.2%), but this difference 
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was not statistically significant (p=0.64).  In school newspapers, public schools reported 
prevention messaging far greater (56.3%) than private schools (16.7%).  Additionally, football 
and men’s basketball in school newspapers had far less prevention messaging (26.7%) compared 
to other sports (53.8%).  
Table 1. Presence of Eight Themes in School Newspapers by Division 
 
 Division I Division II Division III Total P-Value 
Theme n % n % n % n  
Mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of 
death 
17 81.0% 3 75.0% 1 33.3% 21 .181 
Did not mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of death 4 19.0% 1 25.0% 2 66.7% 7 
 
Mention means of death (e.g., drug 
overdose) 9 42.9% 2 50.0% 1 33.3% 12 1 
Did not mention means of death (e.g., 
drug overdose) 12 57.1% 2 50.0% 2 66.7% 16 
 
Comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 4 19.0% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 4 1 
No comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 17 81.0% 4 100.0% 3 10.00% 24 
 
Mention other student-athlete deaths 
and/or suicides 4 19.0% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 4 1 
No mention of other student-athlete 
deaths and/or suicides 17 81.0% 4 100.0% 3 100.0% 24 
 
Provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 14 66.7% 0 0.0% 3 100.0% 17 .012 
No contact information provided for 
campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, 
etc. 
7 33.3% 4 100.0% 0 0.0% 11  
Prevention messaging in general 9 42.9% 1 25.0% 1 33.3% 11 .829 
No prevention messaging in general 12 57.1% 3 75.0% 2 66.7% 17  
Information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
12 57.1% 1 25.0% 1 33.3% 14 .472 
No information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
9 42.9% 3 75.0% 2 66.7% 14  
Is Framing Theory incorporated or does 
the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
9 42.9% 3 75.0% 3 100.0% 15 .177 
No Framing Theory incorporated or 
does the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
12 57.1% 1 25.0% 0 0.0% 13  
*P-value is from Fisher’s Exact Test 
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      Contact information was more likely to be provided in articles about Division III (100%) 
than Division I (66.7%) and Division II (0.0%) (p=.012, Table 1). The following comparisons 
were not statistically different. Mention of suicide in the article was slightly more frequent 
among Division I (81.0%) compared to Division II (75.0%) and Division III (33.3%) (p=.181).  
In contrast, mention of means of death was slightly higher in Division II schools (50.0%) 
compared to Division I (42.9%) and Division III (33.3%) (p=1.0). Comments about the athlete’s 
mental health were higher in Division I (19.0%) and non-existent in Division II and Division III 
(0.0%) (p=1.0).  Mention of other student-athlete’s death was more frequent in Division I 
(19.0%) and non-existent in Division II and Division III (0.0%) (p=1).  Prevention messaging 
was more frequent among Division I (42.9%) than Division II (25.0%) and Division III (33.3%) 
(p=.829).  Suicide contagion was found more in Division I (57.1%) than Division II (25.0%) and 
Division III (33.3%) (p=.472).  Lastly, framing theory was incorporated more among Division III 






















Table 2. Presence of eight themes in school newspapers by gender 
 
 Male Female Total P-Value 
Theme n % n % n  
Mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of 
death 
16 72.70% 5 83.30% 21 1 
Did not mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of death 6 27.30% 1 16.70% 7   
Mention means of death (e.g., drug 
overdose) 9 40.90% 3 50.00% 12 1 
Did not mention means of death (e.g., 
drug overdose) 13 59.10% 3 50.00% 16   
Comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 3 13.60% 1 16.70% 4 1 
No comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 19 86.40% 5 83.30% 24   
Mention other student-athlete deaths 
and/or suicides 3 13.60% 1 16.70% 4 1 
No mention of other student-athlete 
deaths and/or suicides 19 86.40% 5 83.30% 24   
Provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 13 59.10% 4 66.70% 17 1 
No contact information provided for 
campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, 
etc. 
9 40.90% 2 33.30% 11   
Prevention messaging in general 8 36.40% 3 50.00% 11 0.65 
No prevention messaging in general 14 63.60% 3 50.00% 17   
Information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
11 50.00% 3 50.00% 14 1 
No information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
11 50.00% 3 50.00% 14   
Is Framing Theory incorporated or does 
the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
12 54.50% 3 50.00% 15 1 
No Framing Theory incorporated or 
does the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
10 45.50% 3 50.00% 13  
*P-value is from Fisher’s Exact Test 
      There were no statistical differences by athlete gender (Table 2) or public versus private 
schools (Table 3).  Mention of suicide in the article was slightly more frequent among females 
(83.3%) compared to males (72.7%) (p=1).  Similarly, mention of means of death was slightly 
higher in females (50.0%) compared to males (40.9%) (p=1). Both comments about the athlete’s 
mental health and mention of other student-athlete’s death were higher in females (16.7%) than 
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males (13.6%) (p=1).  Contact information was more likely to be provided in articles about 
females (66.7%) than males (59.1%) (p=1).  Prevention messaging was more frequent among 
females (50.0%) than males (36.4%) (p=0.653).  Suicide contagion was found equally in both 
males (50.0%) and females (50.0%) (p=1).  Lastly, framing theory was incorporated more among 
males (54.5%) than females (50.0%) (p=1). 
Table 3. Presence of eight themes in school newspapers by private versus public 
 
 Private Public Total P-Value 
Theme n % n % n  
Mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of 
death 
8 66.70% 13 81.30% 21 0.42 
Did not mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of death 4 33.30% 3 18.80% 7   
Mention means of death (e.g., drug 
overdose) 6 50.00% 6 37.50% 12 0.7 
Did not mention means of death (e.g., 
drug overdose) 6 50.00% 10 62.50% 16   
Comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 3 25.00% 1 6.30% 4 0.29 
No comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 9 75.00% 15 93.80% 24   
Mention other student-athlete deaths 
and/or suicides 2 16.70% 2 12.50% 4 1 
No mention of other student-athlete 
deaths and/or suicides 10 83.30% 14 87.50% 24   
Provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 7 58.30% 10 62.50% 17 1 
No contact information provided for 
campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, 
etc. 
5 41.70% 6 37.50% 11 
  
Prevention messaging in general 2 16.70% 9 56.30% 11 0.05 
No prevention messaging in general 10 83.30% 7 43.80% 17   
Information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
6 50.00% 8 50.00% 14 1 
No information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
6 50.00% 18 50.00% 14 
  
Is Framing Theory incorporated or does 
the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
6 50.00% 9 56.30% 15 1 
No Framing Theory incorporated or 
does the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
6 50.00% 7 43.80% 13   
*P-value is from Fisher’s Exact Test 
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     Mention of suicide in the article was slightly more frequent among public schools (81.3%) 
compared to private schools (66.7%) (p=.418).  In contrast, mention of means of death was 
slightly higher in private schools (50.0%) compared to public schools (37.5%) (p=.702). 
Comments about the athlete’s mental health were higher in private schools (25.0%) than public 
schools (6.3%) (p=.285).  Mention of other student-athlete’s death was slightly more frequent in 
private schools (16.7%) compared to public schools (12.5%) (p=1).  Contact information was 
more likely to be provided in articles about public schools (62.5%) than private schools (58.3%) 
(p=1).   Prevention messaging was more frequent among public schools (56.3%) than private 
schools (16.7%) (p=0.054).  Suicide contagion was found equally in both private schools 
(50.0%) and public schools (50.0%) (p=1).  Lastly, framing theory was incorporated more 


























Table 4. Presence of eight themes in school newspapers by sport 
 





Theme n % n % n  
Mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of 
death 
10 76.90% 11 73.30% 21 1 
Did not mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of death 3 23.10% 4 26.70% 7   
Mention means of death (e.g., drug 
overdose) 5 38.50% 7 46.70% 12 0.72 
Did not mention means of death (e.g., 
drug overdose) 8 61.50% 8 53.30% 16   
Comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 2 15.40% 2 13.30% 4 1 
No comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 11 84.60% 13 86.70% 24   
Mention other student-athlete deaths 
and/or suicides 4 30.80% 0 0.00% 4 0.04 
No mention of other student-athlete 
deaths and/or suicides 9 69.20% 15 100.00% 24   
Provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 8 61.50% 9 60.00% 17 1 
No contact information provided for 
campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, 
etc. 
5 38.50% 6 40.00% 11 
  
Prevention messaging in general 7 53.80% 4 26.70% 11 0.25 
No prevention messaging in general 6 46.20% 11 73.30% 17   
Information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
6 46.20% 8 53.30% 14 1 
No information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
7 53.80% 7 46.70% 14 
  
Is Framing Theory incorporated or does 
the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
6 46.20% 9 60.00% 15 0.71 
No Framing Theory incorporated or 
does the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
7 53.80% 6 40.00% 13   
*P-value is from Fisher’s Exact Test 
     Mention of other student-athlete’s death was more frequent in other sports (30.8%) compared 
to football and men’s basketball (0.0%) (p=0.035) (Table 4).  The following comparisons were 
not statistically different. Mention of suicide in the article was slightly more frequent among 
other sports (76.9%) compared to football and men’s basketball (73.3%) (p=1).  In contrast, 
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mention of means of death was slightly higher in football and men’s basketball (46.7%) 
compared to other sports (38.5%) (p=.718). Comments about the athlete’s mental health were 
higher in other sports (15.4%) than football and men’s basketball (13.3%) (p=.1).  Contact 
information was slightly more likely to be provided in articles about other sports (61.5%) than 
football and men’s basketball (60.0%) (p=1).   Prevention messaging was more frequent among 
other sports (53.8%) than football and men’s basketball (26.7%) (p=.246).  Suicide contagion 
was found more in football and men’s basketball (53.3%) than other sports (46.2%) (p=1).  
Lastly, framing theory was incorporated more among football and men’s basketball (60.0%) than 
other sports (46.2%) (p=.705). 
4.2 PRESS RELEASE CHECKLIST ANALYSIS 
     Figure 1 and Tables 5-8 present the presence of the eight themes defined above in press 
























Table 5. Presence of eight themes in press releases by division 
 
 Division I Division II Division III Total P-Value 
Theme n % n % n % n  
Mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of 
death 
4 23.50% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 4 1 
Did not mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of death 13 76.50% 3 100.00% 1 100.00% 17   
Mention means of death (e.g., drug 
overdose) 1 5.90% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 1 
Did not mention means of death (e.g., 
drug overdose) 16 94.10% 3 100.00% 1 100.00% 20   
Comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 1 5.90% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 1 
No comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 16 94.10% 3 100.00% 1 100.00% 20   
Mention other student-athlete deaths 
and/or suicides 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0 
No mention of other student-athlete 
deaths and/or suicides 17 100.00% 3 100.00% 1 100.00% 21   
Provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 7 41.20% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 7 0.7 
No contact information provided for 
campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, 
etc. 
10 58.80% 3 100.00% 1 100.00% 14 
  
Prevention messaging in general 3 17.60% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 1 
No prevention messaging in general 14 82.40% 3 100.00% 1 100.00% 18   
Information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
1 5.90% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 1 
No information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
16 94.10% 3 100.00% 1 100.00% 20 
  
Is Framing Theory incorporated or does 
the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
5 29.40% 1 33.30% 0 0.00% 6 1 
No Framing Theory incorporated or 
does the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
12 70.60% 2 66.70% 1 100.00% 15  
*P-value is from Fisher’s Exact Test 
     There was no presence of statistically significant differences by athlete division (Table 5) in 
press releases.  Mention of suicide in the article was more frequent among Division I (23.5%) 
compared to Division II (0.0%) and Division III (0.0%) (p=1).  Similarly, mention of means of 
death was slightly higher in Division I schools (5.9%) compared to Division II (0.0%) and 
Division III (0.0%) (p=1). Comments about the athlete’s mental health were higher in Division I 
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(5.9%) and non-existent in Division II and Division III (0.0%) (p=1).  Mention of other student-
athlete’s death was absent in all three Divisions (0.00%).  Contact information was more likely 
to be provided in articles about Division I (41.2%) than Division II (0.0%) and Division II 
(0.0%) (p=.681).   Prevention messaging was more frequent among Division I (17.6%) than 
Division II (0.0%) and Division III (0.0%) (p=1).  Suicide contagion was found more in Division 
I (5.9%) than Division II (0.0%) and Division III (0.0%) (p=1).  Lastly, framing theory was 

































Table 6. Presence of eight themes in press releases by gender 
 
 Male Female Total P-Value 
Theme n % n % n  
Mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of 
death 
2 12.50% 2 40.00% 4 0.228 
Did not mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of death 14 87.50% 3 60.00% 17   
Mention means of death (e.g., drug 
overdose) 1 6.30% 0 0.00% 1 1 
Did not mention means of death (e.g., 
drug overdose) 15 93.80% 5 100.00% 20   
Comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 1 5.90% 0 0.00% 1 1 
No comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 15 94.10% 5 100.00% 20   
Mention other student-athlete deaths 
and/or suicides 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0 
No mention of other student-athlete 
deaths and/or suicides 15 100.00% 6 100.00% 21   
Provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 7 43.80% 0 0.00% 7 0.123 
No contact information provided for 
campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, 
etc. 
9 56.30% 5 100.00% 14 
  
Prevention messaging in general 3 18.80% 0 0.00% 3 0.549 
No prevention messaging in general 13 81.30% 5 100.00% 18   
Information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
0 0.00% 1 20.00% 1 0.238 
No information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
16 100.00% 4 80.00% 20 
  
Is Framing Theory incorporated or does 
the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
5 31.30% 1 20.00% 6 1 
No Framing Theory incorporated or 
does the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
11 68.80% 4 80.00% 15  
*P-value is from Fisher’s Exact Test 
     There were no statistical differences by athlete gender (Table 6) in press releases.  Mention of 
suicide in the article was slightly more frequent among females (40.0%) compared to males 
(12.5%) (p=.228).  Means of death was mentioned slightly higher in males (6.3%) compared to 
females (0.0%) (p=1). Comments about the athlete’s mental health was slightly higher in males 
(5.9%) than females (0.0%) (p=1).  Mention of other student-athlete’s death was absent in both 
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males and females (0.0%).  Information was more likely to be provided in articles about males 
(43.8%) than females (0.0%) (p=.123).  Prevention messaging was more frequent among males 
(18.8%) than females (0.0) (p=0.549).  Suicide contagion was found more in females (20.0%) 
than males (0.0%) (p=.238).  Lastly, framing theory was incorporated more among males 
(31.3%) than females (20.0%) (p=1). 
Table 7. Presence of eight themes in press releases by public versus private 
 
 Private Public Total P-Value 
Theme n % n % n  
Mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of 
death 
1 11.10% 3 25.00% 4 0.603 
Did not mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of death 8 88.90% 9 75.00% 17   
Mention means of death (e.g., drug 
overdose) 1 11.10% 0 0.00% 1 0.429 
Did not mention means of death (e.g., 
drug overdose) 8 88.90% 12 100.00% 20   
Comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 1 11.10% 0 0.00% 1 0.429 
No comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 8 88.90% 12 100.00% 20   
Mention other student-athlete deaths 
and/or suicides 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0 
No mention of other student-athlete 
deaths and/or suicides 9 100.00% 12 100.00% 21   
Provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 2 22.20% 5 41.70% 7 0.642 
No contact information provided for 
campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, 
etc. 
7 77.80% 7 58.30% 14 
  
Prevention messaging in general 1 11.10% 2 16.70% 3 1 
No prevention messaging in general 8 88.90% 10 83.30% 18   
Information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
1 11.10% 0 0.00% 1 0.429 
No information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
8 88.90% 12 100.00% 20 
  
Is Framing Theory incorporated or does 
the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
4 44.40% 2 16.70% 6 0.331 
No Framing Theory incorporated or 
does the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
5 55.60% 10 83.30% 15  
*P-value is from Fisher’s Exact Test 
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     There were no statistical differences by private versus public school (Table 7) in press 
releases. Mention of suicide in the article was slightly more frequent among public schools 
(25.0%) compared to private schools (11.1%) (p=.603). In contrast, mention of means of death 
was slightly higher in private schools (11.1%) compared to public schools (0.0%) (p=.429). 
Comments about the athlete’s mental health were higher in private schools (11.1%) than public 
schools (0.0%) (p=.429). Mention of other student-athlete’s death absent in both private and 
public schools (0.0%). Contact information was more likely to be provided in articles about 
public schools (41.7%) than private schools (22.2%) (p=.642).  Prevention messaging was more 
frequent among public schools (16.7%) than private schools (11.1%) (p=1).  Suicide contagion 
was in private schools (11.1%) more than public schools (0.0%) (p=.429). Lastly, framing theory 


























Table 8. Presence of eight themes in press releases by sport 
 





Theme n % n % n  
Mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of 
death 
3 37.50% 1 7.70% 4 0.253 
Did not mention “suicide” or 
equivalent term for cause of death 5 62.50% 12 92.30% 17   
Mention means of death (e.g., drug 
overdose) 0 0.00% 1 7.70% 1 1 
Did not mention means of death (e.g., 
drug overdose) 8 100.00% 12 92.30% 20   
Comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 0 0.00% 1 7.70% 1 1 
No comments about athlete’s mental 
health prior to death 8 100.00% 12 92.30% 20   
Mention other student-athlete deaths 
and/or suicides 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0 
No mention of other student-athlete 
deaths and/or suicides 8 100.00% 13 100.00% 21   
Provide contact information for campus 
health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 1 12.50% 6 46.20% 7 0.174 
No contact information provided for 
campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, 
etc. 
7 87.50% 7 53.80% 14 
  
Prevention messaging in general 1 12.50% 2 15.40% 3 1 
No prevention messaging in general 7 87.50% 11 84.60% 18   
Information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
1 12.50% 0 0.00% 1 0.381 
No information consistent with suicide 
contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 
pg. 200) 
7 87.50% 13 100.00% 20 
  
Is Framing Theory incorporated or does 
the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
2 25.00% 4 30.80% 6 1 
No Framing Theory incorporated or 
does the media “frame” suicides and 
student-athlete deaths 
6 75.00% 9 69.20% 15  
*P-value is from Fisher’s Exact Test 
     There were no statistical differences by athlete sport (Table 8) in press releases.  Mention of 
suicide in the article was slightly more frequent among other sports (37.5%) compared to 
football and men’s basketball (7.7%) (p=.253).  In contrast, mention of means of death was 
slightly higher in football and men’s basketball (7.7%) compared to other sports (0.0%) (p=1). 
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Comments about the athlete’s mental health were higher in football and men’s basketball (7.7%) 
than other sports (0.0%) (p=1).  Mention of other student-athlete’s death was absent in all sports 
(0.0%).  Contact information was slightly more likely to be provided in articles about football 
and men’s basketball (46.2%) than other sports (12.5%) (p=.174).   Prevention messaging was 
less frequent among other sports (12.5%) than football and men’s basketball (15.4%) (p=1).  
Suicide contagion was found less in football and men’s basketball (0.0%) than other sports 
(12.5%) (p=.381).  Lastly, framing theory was incorporated more among football and men’s 
basketball (30.8%) than other sports (25.0%) (p=1). 
4.3 ANALYSIS OF NEWSPAPER ARTICLE PASSAGES 
4.3.1. Mental health prior to student athlete suicide 
     There were multiple school newspaper articles that discussed the student-athlete’s mental 
health prior to dying by suicide.  Often times academic and athletic pressures were referenced or 
general struggles with emotional health.  Sample press release excerpts include:  
“Pressures at [university] led to her death.”…….“There was a lot more pressure in 
the classroom at [university].  She wasn’t normal happy [athlete]. Now she had 
worries and stress,” he told the (school newspaper).  “She knew she needed help. 
She had lost confidence in academics and she had also lost confidence in her 
[sport] abilities.”…”She told her parents about suicidal thoughts in [month], and 
she was seeing a therapist.” 
“Others said [student] struggled with emotional health.”…"He was hurting for a 
long time," [name], another of [student] high school friends, told the [school 
newspaper]. "But he always made sure he helped people because that’s what he 
wanted." 
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     In other circumstances, if a student-athlete went missing before being found deceased, some 
reference outreach to police or school official discussions around the concern for mental health 
of the individual 
“According to the email, [student] left campus Tuesday, and his friends, family 
and teammates asked police to look for him because they were ‘concerned for his 
well-being and emotional state.’” 
     In contrast, some family members and friends admitted they knew nothing about the 
emotional state of the deceased student-athlete before they died by suicide.  In numerous cases 
there were no warning signs of a mental health struggle. 
  “We never had any indication that our son was suicidal at all." 
4.3.2. Contact information for mental health resources 
     A variety of different resources were coded throughout all the articles.  The main resources 
provided included CAPS (Counseling and Psychological Services), Campus Health, and the 
Suicide Hotline.  Many articles mentioned resources for students, staff and community members 
on a local and national level.   Campus chaplains and church staff members were also sometimes 
listed as references for those grieving and who may be suffering.   
4.3.3 Prevention messaging 
      Prevention messaging in these articles came in forms of both providing resources and 
language to help those that may be in need.  
“Anyone struggling with suicide-related issues is encouraged to call the National 
Suicide Prevention Lifeline.” 
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“I want all of you to know that you are never alone – it is okay to reach out and 
ask for help and support you need, we are all [mascot], and we support each 
other.” 
"If you focus on anything in your article, focus on the importance of people 
reaching out when they’re in need," [name] told the [school newspaper]. "We all 
miss signs that could’ve helped avoid certain situations. Our mental health needs 
to be a priority before sports, school or anything." 
      There is a consistent focus throughout these articles regarding asking for help and having the 
adequate information for research.  A common theme is prevention and making sure another 
suicide does not occur on the university campus again.   
4.3.4 Contagion 
     Suicide contagion is defined as, “the situation in which the same behavior (suicide) spreads 
quickly and spontaneously through a group” (Gould, 2001 pg. 200). Fear of contagion is what 
may prevent media sources, including college newspapers, from reporting any details on suicide.  
Suicide contagion was coded and recorded as being present in an article if many details were 
shared about the death including time, location, etc.  Additionally, one article feared contagion 
and provided warning messaging to readers.  
“Editor's note: This story has been edited to avoid direct mentions of self-harm 
but discusses the topic and impacts of suicide. Reader discretion is advised.” 
“She fell to her death off a parking garage at [location] at [time] p.m.” 
4.3.5 Framing Theory 
     Media platforms are strategically ‘framing’ their messaging to affect the public opinion 
towards a particular goal or assumption. Positive framing was commonly used when framing the 
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deaths to predominately focus on the positive characteristics of the deceased athlete. Often there 
were quotes included to demonstrate the athlete’s happiness, positivity and kindness. 
“Men’s [sport] [Coach Name] described [athlete] as “maybe the happiest young 
man I’ve ever coached.” He added that [athlete] was well-loved by the team.” 
“[Staff member] also shared a saying that was important to [athlete]: “Live the 
life you love, love the life you live.” 
  “She was always so positive and the hardest worker on the field.” 
“[Athlete] friends remembered her for her “quiet confidence” and her constant 
positivity.” 
“[Athlete] had an impact like no other player on the team – he always brought a 
smile to a conversation or a room,” [Coach] said. “He was always happy and 
uplifting people.” 
4.4 ANALYSIS OF PRESS RELEASES 
     The university press-releases that were published provided very little information regarding 
the student-athlete’s death.  The press releases tended to be very short and contained the 
following information: acknowledgement of passing, highlights regarding the athlete’s sports 
career and achievements, and a quote from the athletic director, head coach, and/or fellow 
teammates. However, they did provide contact information of resources such as campus health, 
CAPS, and the national suicide hotline.  
4.5 INTERVIEW FINDINGS  
     The findings of the one university that agreed to participate in the interview are as follows. 
The university that agreed was a Division I, private school. Some answers have been paraphrased 
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and all names have been removed.  With an N of 1, the results are more observational and add 
context to the findings verses being a stand-alone portion of the overall study.  
     The participant indicated that their university had a crisis communication plan but were 
unable to share it. The contents of this document, however, were very familiar to the individual.   
4.5.1 Constant Evolution 
     Although the participant was unsure when the contents of the crisis communication plan were 
created, he acknowledged that these plans are constantly being updated and evolved. 
“However, we know that the university is a living, breathing thing and we have 
400 student-athletes, the university has 7,000 students.  Therefore, it [crisis 
communication plan] is a living-breathing document that we are constantly 
updating.” 
Anytime there is a major crisis at the university, you debrief and will learn something 
new that will eventually be added to your overall crisis communication plan.   
"What I am trying to say is that we update it all the time, there is always going to 
be a new crisis” 
4.5.2 Relationship between athletics and the university 
     The university also has an unofficial athletic crisis communication plan.  Since the athletic 
department is their own communications unit within the university, they consult on major 
policies and decisions with the university communications office.   
“So certainly, there are things that are going on outside of the athletic department 
that the university is in tune with.  So anytime we need to make a major 
communications decision, when it comes to crisis, we consult with the university 
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because they have the official plans as well as our consultants that we have on 
retainer.” 
     The participant explained that this particular university has 7,000 students, therefore it was 
hard for the university to know everything about each individual student.  When a student-athlete 
dies, the athletic communications department is likely to know more about the individual and can 
provide suggestions and information to the university communication department.  
"There are 7,000 students and they don’t know what is going on with every single 
student.  But, if a Men’s Basketball player dies, I know everything about that 
young man from how much playing time they have, I am probably going to know 
their parents, I am going to know who he is dating, etc.” 
4.5.3 Suicide Reporting Steps 
     There is a “report up and out” mentality when it comes to athletic and university 
communication departments. When reporting deaths and crises, there are certain steps and chain 
of command to follow.   
“Whereas within the athletic department I have an ad hoc behind.  I know what to 
do and I know when at 2:00 in the morning it is time to call the [Deputy Direct of 
Athletics], [Athletic Director] and then he knows when it is time to call the [Vice 
President of Communications] and the [University President].” 
“A lot of times in those first hours it is still a crime scene.  So, you don’t want to 
get in any sort of obstruction of justice.  You want the law officers to be able to 
do their job.  You also don’t want to give any information that A) the University, 
B) the family, and C) the authorities don’t want out there. So, you’re certainly 
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working with them as well and then once the authorities are out of the way and 
the government is out of the way you just work with the family on that.” 
4.5.4 Every Crisis is unique 
     Every single crisis and suicides is completely independent and each is approached in a unique 
way depending on the circumstances and a variety of different variables. 
“Every crisis is its own individual crisis.  You can have three different suicides, 
but you are not going to treat them the same.” 
4.5.5 Lack of communication between departments 
     Because the athletic department and university have individual communication teams, lack of 
communication often occurs.  The athletic department and university often deal with different 
crises.  The participant gave an example about a preferred walk-on that was preparing to come to 
the university to play a sport.  Some concerning social media posts were brought to the attention 
of the athletic department and then to the university through the chain of command.  
“Because of this, our Dean of Admissions got involved and I was thinking this 
was a first-time incident. Our Dean of Admissions said, “well here it goes again, 
we get about ten of these a year.”  
The University implemented their Crisis Communication plan, whereas the athletic 
department was not sure of the appropriate steps to take because they had not experienced this 
particular crisis previously. 
4.5.6 Suicide in communication 
 
“With the initial release, again every case is individual, but we would probably never 
say the cause of death.  We wouldn’t even say “took his own life” we would just say 
the individual “passed.” 
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“Quite frankly we do this because of the family.” 
      When communicating a suicide to teammates, it is important to get them all together in 
person.  But, depending on the time of year that can sometimes be difficult such as Spring Break, 
Summer Break, and Christmas break.  Our participant explained that athletic departments want 
to contain the information quickly and get the team together before they hear information from 
any other source.   
“We can all get together on a Zoom and I never want to do that.  I would never 
want to tell, imagine getting a football team together and 98 people on a Zoom to 
tell them one of your brothers has passed away.  I don’t want to do that on Zoom. 
You want to do that together, be able to look them in the eye, hug them, wipe 
their tears away, cry with them, grieve together.” 
“It is tough in today’s world with social media, GroupMe, group chats it seems 
like they are going to know before anyone else. So, what you want to do is you 
need to get it to them quick, but you have to get it to them in the right way.” 
When it comes to explaining cause of death to the media and community, the participant 
explained that they will never say a student committed suicide or how they committed suicide. 
“I think it is grotesque and it goes against everything, my personal values, our 
athletic department and university values and quite frankly probably every 
university of higher-education’s values. That seems very exploitative and we 





4.5.7 Family Influence 
     The participant talked a few times about the influence the family has on the communication of 
suicides. The family is often the priority and they have a say in how much information and 
details comes out about the death. 
“In the first days of it coming out we want to respect the family’s wishes and the 
family’s privacy during this painful time when you have had the fabric of your 
family ripped a part.  It is not our place to continue those wounds, our place is to 
help and heal those wounds.” 
“We will always deal with the family’s wishes and we want to come together as a 
community and help heal those wounds.” 
4.5.8 Profile of Death 
      One independent variable used to code the themes in school newspapers and press releases 
was based on profile of different sports.  Football and Men’s Basketball were grouped separately 
from all other sports due to their high profile and popularity. Our participant touched on how 
profile changes the coverage and language when reporting a student-athlete death. 
“The national media and local media is going to want to know if your All-
American committed suicide that is going to be different than a walk-on. I hate 










CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this study was to describe NCAA college and university athletic department 
communication plans, strategies, and portrayal of collegiate student-athlete suicides in college 
newspapers and athletic department or university press releases. The main findings of this study 
included few significant differences in the predictor variables such as in sport within mention of 
other student-athlete’s death and substantive differences in prevention messaging themes 
between some variables.  There was a strong presence of positive framing and suicide contagion.  
Additionally, there were themes regarding the presence of prevention messaging and resource 
contact information. Below we discuss the differences in the frequency of the eight themes by 
the four independent variables. 
5.1 MAIN THEMES  
5.1.1. Differences by Predictor Variables 
     The results demonstrated that there were no statistically significant differences in any of the 
predictor variables except mention of other student-athlete’s death which was more frequent in 
other sports (30.8%) compared to football and men’s basketball (0.0%). This difference was 
statistically significant (p=.035).  This is due to the fact that most newspapers were reluctant to 
report details of student-athlete deaths and instead reported on the happy, positive characteristics 
of the athletes.  Additionally, football and men’s basketball articles may have focused more on 
the athlete’s career and accomplishments while other sports focused on the death as the issue.  
Families have a significant impact on what is reported because of privacy and their relationship 
with the deceased athlete.  We found that public schools provided more details, prevention 
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messaging, and information about the student-athlete which may be due to less restrictions 
compared to private schools.  Public schools’ information is readily available to the public, 
whereas private schools can choose to keep information to themselves and have less 
accountability to share with the community (The McLellan, 2018)..  
5.1.2. Strong Framing Presence  
Individuals are considerably influenced by media stories (Weaver, 1980). Individuals can be 
influenced in both their behavior and the way they think by the portrayal of media stories.  
Framing theory was selected for this research because it can explain the purpose and reasoning 
of how institutions portray traumatic events like student-athlete suicides to the public. This 
research describes how institutions communicate information surrounding a student-athlete 
suicide. The individual institutions, as well as other ‘frames’ used by other news media outlets, 
have the power to ‘frame’ what the audience reads and understands and the amount of 
information they can access.  
There was a strong presence of positive framing in a majority of the school newspapers 
consistent across all four of the variables.  The common ‘frame’ that was captured and 
represented was the idea of framing the life of the deceased student-athlete in a positive, uplifting 
light that shared attributes of their character and life on campus.  Many of these articles 
described athletes as happy, positive, influential, outgoing, and having a good, effective impact 
on their teammates, community, coaches and classmates. The articles talked less about the 
student-athletes’ struggles and death itself, framing the situation in a more positive light. 
     This was the common frame due to these are young, adults that have their lives tragically 
ended.  These newspapers and press releases often choose to remember and write about their 
student-athletes for all their accomplishments and characteristics instead of having them being 
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defined by their cause of death because they should not only be remembered for their last few 
moments on earth. The Michigan State University’s First Amendment Law Clinic recommends 
using photos and stories to memorialize a student’s life rather than emphasize the aftermath of 
the student’s death supporting why a positive frame was used when communicating these deaths 
(The McLellan, 2018). 
5.1.3 Profile of Sport 
     Out of the 40 suicides reported, 20 of those (50%) were between two sports: Football and 
Men’s Basketball. The other 50% came from every single other sport such as Volleyball, 
Cheerleading, Track and Field, Women’s Basketball, Soccer, and more.  There may be some bias 
in the reporting of suicides based on the profile of the sport.  NCCSIR may have just captured 
these specific deaths due to the high national media attention they received after the athlete’s 
death.  The high profile of the sport also relates to how the media covers the death.  As the 
interview participant mentioned, “The national media and local media is going to want to know 
if your All-American committed suicide that is going to be different than a walk-on. I hate 
saying that, but that is just the way it is.  You have a plan, but each plan has to be individual.”  
      Regarding college athletes, there is a high prevalence of media coverage on student-athletes 
due to the popularity and public nature of college sports. In addition, student-athletes are young, 
elite athletes that can be considered vulnerable to the media when introduced to this extreme, 
demanding attention.  The nature of college sports as entertainment media and its vast reach from 
the individual athletes makes sports crisis communication that much more important (Saffer, A. 
& Harker, J, 2018).  Student-athletes, who are typically young adults, are constantly surrounded 
by media outlets. This illustrates what athletes experience in this elite college athletics 
environment and the media attention that can come along with this status.  
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     The profile of the sport and athlete both make a difference in how and if the suicide is 
communicated due to the high popularity and image. This indicates that the media puts more 
emphasis on the sports and athletes that are popular and those already at the forefront of the news 
due to their athletic talent and ability.  Newspapers tend to cover those student-athletes who have 
a following, and those who have a following are normally starting for their team and a physical 
standout. Additionally, this means that there is a higher prevalence on the more visible sports.  
There may be a need to provide more information regarding a student-athlete that is elite and 
popular due to the fact more news reporters and community members will be asking questions.  
The media is driven by viewers and publicity therefore they want to cover what will be the most 
popular news story.  The profile of sport regarding coverage of student-athlete suicides, revealed 
that suicide occurred in two sports at the same frequency as all other sports combined.   
5.1.4 Suicide Contagion 
      Suicide contagion is defined as, “the situation in which the same behavior (suicide) spreads 
quickly and spontaneously through a group” (Gould, 2001 pg. 200). Fear of contagion is what 
may prevent media sources, including college newspapers, from reporting any details on suicide.  
Throughout these articles, suicide contagion was coded when articles presented details about the 
cause of death, location of death and anything more specific. Suicide contagion was a theme 
present in half of the newspaper articles and was most frequent in Division I (57.1%) and was 
less frequent in Division II (25.0%), Division III (33.3%).   
     Professional organizations, such as universities, have often prepared guidelines for the media 
to follow while presenting suicide story content (Sakinofsky et al., 2001). These guidelines stress 
the importance of “limiting the amount of coverage, avoiding sensationalism in coverage, 
deleting any detailed information on the method of suicide, and avoiding positive definitions of 
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the deceased” (Sakinofsky et al., 2001, pg. 239).  Therefore, this suggests why there were no 
high frequencies of suicide contagion present, but that it was present to some degree. Most 
universities avoided suicide contagion for the same reason they used framing theory: to portray 
the student-athletes in a positive light with minimal detail and focus on how their life ended.  We 
also suspect that some universities may be cautious of copycat suicides and want to avoid 
negative attention.  According to the Michigan State University’s First Amendment Law Clinic, 
“The biggest worry for the school is trying to prevent “copycat” suicides. So, make sure the 
article does not glorify or shine too much attention on the deceased student, but instead gives 
resources on how to prevent these tragic events in the future” (The McLellan, 2018). Therefore, 
to avoid that as much as possible, newspapers may provide few details and focus on the 
positives.  We did not talk to any school newspaper reporters; therefore, we do not know what 
constraints they were under when reporting on a student-athlete suicide. 
5.1.5 Prevention/Contact Info 
     Resource contact information as well as prevention messaging were both incorporated in 
school newspapers. 60.7% of articles had contact information and 39.2% of articles incorporated 
prevention messaging.  We believe that a majority of the articles had contact information to 
prevent further student-athlete deaths from occurring, and it is a unique opportunity to remind 
readers of resources available on and off campus as individuals can be influenced in both their 
behavior and the way they think by the portrayal of media stories (Weaver, 1980).. By providing 
this contact information, school newspapers and press releases are incorporating safety measures 
and taking proactive steps to prepare so that a suicide does not occur again on campus.  
     Gould states that, “the media’s positive role in educating the public about risks for suicide and 
shaping attitudes about suicide should be encouraged” (Gould, 2001 pg. 200). Therefore, this 
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indicates that the media takes on the role of education when they provide contact information 
and resources for those that may be suffering with suicidal thoughts and mental health struggles. 
An article should be published that focuses on suicide awareness and prevention strategies to 
inform and educate readers who may be struggling with their mental health or need to help 
someone in need (The McLellan, 2018).  
     School newspapers seem to do a better job at providing contact information for resources than 
they do about providing prevention messaging.  Some school newspapers may look to certain 
media guides and recommendations to find the ‘correct’ way to report on suicides.  “Reporting 
On Suicide” released the “Best Practices and Recommendations for Reporting on Suicide” 
(Reporting on Suicide, 2020). In one section called “Media Plays an Important Role in 
Preventing Suicide” there are four main points: 
1. Over 100 studies worldwide have found that risk of contagion is real and responsible 
reporting can reduce the risk of additional suicides. 
2. Research indicates duration, frequency, and prominence are the most influential factors 
that increase risk of suicide contagion. 
3. Covering suicide carefully can change perceptions, dispel myths and inform the public 
on the complexities of the issue. 
4. Media reports can result in help-seeking when they include helpful resources and 
messages of hope and recovery (Reporting on Suicide, 2020 pg. 1). 
These strategies are also essential when an organization, such as a university or 
institution, are reporting a suicide of a student-athlete.  This communication is mainly through 
local and national news and media sources, institutional newspapers, social media, press releases, 
and other forms of communication. 
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     Additionally, prevention messaging and contact information was found more frequently in 
public schools versus private schools.  Public universities generally have mission statements that 
tie to the public good and therefore have the obligation to tie in those resources to help others.   
The Journal of Higher Education explains some differences between public and private mission 
statements and goals, “Public universities heavily emphasize service-both as institutions within a 
region and through instilling in students a sense of civic duty. Private universities, by contrast, 
focus more on the formative aspects of education-promoting "student development" and helping 
prepare students for the "real world" through programs that are academically rigorous” 
(Morphew & Hartley, 2006 pg.464).  Furthermore, explaining the difference in presences in 
public versus private schools. 
5.1.6 School newspapers versus press releases 
A majority of the themes were present more regularly in school newspapers than press 
releases, therefore they may have a different approach when it comes to communicating student-
athlete suicides.   
This may be because school newspapers are more independent from the university and 
institution and the press releases are directly tied and communicated from communication 
departments at the schools.  According to the Student Press Law Center, school officials cannot 
censor or confiscate a publication or take any action that “is motivated by an attempt to control, 
manipulate, or punish past or future content” (Student Press Law Center, 2015).  Due to the 
independence of school newspapers, they may have fewer checks and balances regarding what 
they can say about different circumstances such as a suicide. Press releases tended to be more 
brief and less descriptive because they are designed to be informative and to-the-point, whereas 
school newspapers tend to have more journalistic and descriptive components. For school 
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newspapers it is a chance to report on what happened and also educate, provide prevention 
messaging and contact information.  A press release serves a different purpose in which to 
acknowledge the death took place and provide resources to the student population and 
surrounding community. Lastly, school newspapers are often written by journalists while press 
releases are written by the communication department.  
Departments should be an advocate and communicate openly about the student-athlete death 
by suicide. Communication such as this may improve the dialogue surrounding suicide.  
Additionally, it is important to balance reputational management of the university while also 
providing appropriate prevention strategies and resources to the community.  
5.2 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RECOMMENDATIONS 
     This study was limited by the survey responses and participant agreement. Out of the 23, 
Division I schools that had reported a death between the years 2013-2018, only two responded: 
one said yes, they would like to participate, one said no, they would not like to participate.  One 
initial email and one follow up email were sent to the university’s Director of Athletic 
Communications/Sports Information Director to ask them to participate in an interview for this 
study. There may be many reasons why individuals did not respond to our survey request 
including: some find suicide to be a sensitive topic, and some universities are not comfortable 
discussing their student-athletes, death, and personal crisis communication plans.  According to 
the Michigan State University’s First Amendment Law Clinic, “Suicide is a very sensitive topic, 
so the story must be handled with care and respect” (The McLellan, 2018). 
     Additionally, this also may have occurred because these emails were sent out to individuals 
with no prior connection and therefore, they were people we had no relationship with.  Due to 
the lack of response from athletic department officials, this study is limited from understanding 
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the communication plans in place at institutions and universities to communicate student-athlete 
deaths.  We are unable to generalize the interview and findings of the one university that 
participated due to the small sample size.   
Another limitation in this study was the limited time period that was investigated.  This study 
only looked at the previous five years (2013-2018) of student-athlete suicides which resulted in a 
total of 40 deaths. Out of these 40 deaths there were only 28 which had articles to analyze which 
impacted the statistical comparisons.  We had limited statistical power to detect differences in 
the frequency of the eight themes by the four independent variables if it was present. 
Additionally, we cannot confirm that all student-athlete suicides were captured by NCCSIR 
during this time period. 
The first recommendation is to better understand crisis communication plans at a university 
and athletic level because understanding these plans allows for communication departments to 
effectively communicate and prepare proactively for crises on their campus.  This is important 
when a student-athlete suicide occurs because it provides an outline for the best way to approach 
and deal with this tragic situation.  Although every suicide is different, having a basic template 
and steps to follow is crucial to make this time easier and more efficient.  
A second recommendation would be to study the way school newspapers cover student-
athlete suicides. Through this research, we were only able to get a small glimpse into university 
and press release coverage.  A majority of the themes were present more regularly in school 
newspapers than press releases, therefore they may have a different approach when it comes to 
communicating student-athlete suicides.   
A third recommendation is to examine actions, conversations, and resources to prevent 
suicide and determine the role communication plays in prevention.  It is important to have open 
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communication about this topic while also understanding and recognizing the need to balance 
risks of suicide contagion. Twenty-one of the 28 articles mentioned that the student died by 
suicide (75.0%) and 12 out of the 28 articles mentioned means of death (42.9%).   Based on this 
study, mentioning the term ‘suicide’ or equivalent terms of death is common and may contribute 
to the comfort and ability to talk about suicides.     
A fourth recommendation is understanding the perspective of the family of the deceased 
athlete.  Studying the way families prefer suicide to be communicated and their preferences on 
the matter are important. Through our interview, we found that the family may have a significant 
impact on how a student-athlete suicide is communicated.  
A fifth recommendation is studying whether there was a change in resources, services, and 
alignment of community resources at a university after a death by suicide of a student-athlete. 
We did not find any evidence in the articles we studied, but examining how a university evolves 
and improves after a student-athlete suicide is important in the growth and understanding of 
crisis communication and prevention of suicide.  Our study examined suicides in collegiate 
athletics during the years 2013/14 through 2018/19.  University communication practices may 
have changed and evolved since then.  We recommend looking at more recent years and studying 
how conversations of mental health have changed and what additional resources have become 
available. 
A sixth recommendation is examining whether suicide contagion increases the percentage of 
copycat suicides. This research would provide evidence to journalists and school communication 
departments if providing specific details surrounding the death increases suicides in the 
university and surrounding community.   
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A final recommendation is understanding how athletic departments can intervene and help 
athletes navigate and adjust to times of high stress and transition.  In addition, examining if there 
are any commonalities surrounding when the student-athlete suicides occurred.  For example is 
suicide risk increased for the following situations:  graduation, end of a losing season, serious 
injury, red-shirt season, etc. In addition to a rigorous academic responsibility, student-athletes 
experience unique stressors including extensive time commitments of practices, workouts and 
games, injuries, the possibility of a red-shirt, conflict with coaches, and adjusting to a completely 
new environment (Pritchard, M. & Wilson, G., 2005). For many student-athletes their identity is 
exclusively tied to being an athlete. Therefore, this can be problematic and detrimental because 
when a student-athlete suffers a serious injury, is cut from their team, has finished with 
eligibility, or is not satisfied with their playing time or role, it can affect a student-athlete 
mentally (Maniar et al., 2005). 
5.3 CONCLUSION 
     In conclusion, the way universities communicate student-athlete suicides did not vary based 
on the following variables: gender, division, sport and private/public institution. Suicide 
continues to be a conversation that is very sensitive where information may be held privately 
unless it is the family’s wishes to raise awareness, offer details and attract national attention.  
Universities are unlikely to release cause of death and mention other student-athlete’s deaths but 
are very likely to offer resources and outlets such as campus health, CAPS and the national 
suicide hotline.  Suicide contagion is present as well as framing theory regarding the diction 
surrounding the student-athlete death.  Most often, the death is framed in a positive light, 
recognizing the student’s personality, character, and on and off-the-field accomplishments.  Most 
articles released minimal information to avoid suicide contagion at their university.   
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Strides have been made around the world to make mental health a more comfortable and 
common conversation.  However, there is substantial improvement needed in the awareness of 
suicides especially in the collegiate-aged individuals and university newspapers and press 
releases have that capability as the forefront of media coverage.  This study has shed light on the 
struggles and mental-health difficulties that many of our student-athletes face day to day.  
Additionally, this study has provided a glimpse into the crisis communication models that 
universities use when communicating student-athlete suicides.  This study demonstrates that 
there are not significant differences in our predictor variables and the way suicides are 
communicated.  However, that there are strong presences of themes including mention of 
suicide, contact information, suicide contagion and framing theory.   More research should be 
done to study family influence, prevention strategies, and looking at school published press 
releases.  It is critical for mental health professionals and media to create a partnership to learn 




















Check list items for RQ 1 
 
1. Mention “suicide” or equivalent term for cause of death 
2. Mention means of death (e.g., drug overdose) 
3. Comments about athlete’s mental health prior to death 
4. Mention other student-athlete deaths and/or suicides 
5. Provide contact information for campus health, CAPS, suicide hotline, etc. 
6. Prevention messaging in general 
7. Information consistent with suicide contagion as identified by (Gould, 2001 pg. 
200) 
8. Is Framing Theory incorporated.  Does the media “frame” suicides and student-
athlete deaths? 
 
Interview Questions for RQ 3 
 
• Does your university have a crisis communication plan? 
o If yes, can you share a copy and are you familiar with the contents? 
• Does your athletic department have a crisis communication plan? 
o If yes, can you send a copy and are you familiar with the contents? 
• What year were these plans developed? Last updated? 
• Do either of these plans address or have specific information on how to deal with student 
death? 
o Specifically suicide? 
• What are the steps your university takes to report a student-athlete suicide? 
• What are the main concerns/considerations when communicating about the death? 
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• In the situation of a student-athlete suicide, based on your crisis communication plan if 
you have one, how would you address: 
o Teammates and other student-athletes 
o External media 
o Family  
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